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They ran about all over with the mirror.
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Editors' Introduction of any given subject and the more difficult it becomes to see beyond the material at hand. Traditional literary history just like much social science is bound to case studies as predominantly theoretical work can never be. These epistemological differences between American and European intellectual practices reveal the disjunctions and the strains in the many sociological practices of literature on each side of the Atlantic. It is not surprising that the sociology of literature has a greater following in Europe where intellectuals like Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes, and Raymond Williams move easily between disciplines and use their work to address issues of broad intellectual and social significance.
The institutional organization of intellectual life accentuates certain of these predispositions and minimizes others. The preponderant American empiricism promotes what seems to be an innate skepticism about "foreign" theoretical perspectives that seem to remove the critic from literature, whether it is regarded as a text by literary critics or as a social product by social scientists. The evident respect for disciplinary boundaries visible in American universities means that many academics think of "interdisciplinary" as a code word for indiscriminant borrowing and a fundamental disregard for crucial disciplinary distinctions. Perhaps, in some perverse sense, interdisciplinary work needs the partitions erected by departments. In any case, despite the recent proliferation of interdisciplinary committees in American universities, departments mostly prevail. To get ahead in the university, the academic-student or professor-must find a niche. Finding a niche means finding a specialization, and that still, in the United States, means a departmental affiliation. By contrast, the very different organization of European universities stimulates movement between disciplines. The small number of chairs in any discipline and in most European universities accords the individual professor considerable latitude in defining and redefining a field. Barthes, in effect, institutionalized his particular conception of semiotics by calling the position to which he was elected at the College de France a Chair of Semiology. Researchers, and to a lesser degree students, choose a professor (who may well also direct a research center) with as much care as they select a discipline. Here, disciplinary labels often mislead, which is why for European scholars it is imperative to know whose brand of history a historian actually practices, whose sociology, whose sociology of literature.
In both Europe and the United States, though for different reasons, the sociology of literature occupies a marginal position within the academy. That position is likely to remain peripheral. Inevitably, the interdisciplinary nature of the sociology of literature must struggle against the disciplinary organization of universities and the ideological rigidities of schools of thought. The lack of consensus over ends and means, the absence of agreement over central concepts erect an even greater obstacle to institutionalization. Without some elements of common understanding the sociology of literature will never possess significant institutional spaceSpring 1988 425 the space filled by university departments and research centers, by courses, majors, degrees, and appointments within existing departments, or by a professional support network, the journals, colloquia, and associations that assure the exchange of information and ideas essential to any organized intellectual enterprise. To develop as a field in American universities, the sociology of literature would need to follow the path followed by American studies beginning in the 1930s, by comparative literature in the 1950s and 1960s, and by fields as different as semiotics and women's studies in the 1970s and 1980s. In Europe, it would need to find support in chairs within the university system. In both places the sociology of literature would need to define a set of shared problems and methods; it would have to fix a research agenda. But resolutions of its contradictions would entail sacrificing the diversity that makes the sociology of literature so exciting an adventure. The final paradox is that sociologists of literature might not want to pay that price.
Legacies
The sociology of literature owes its current disarray at least in part to the conflicting traditions that are its intellectual heritage. Like sociology itself, the sociology of literature arose in the nineteenth century, a product of its many revolutions. Momentous changes in the intellectual landscape notwithstanding, a sociological perspective on literature faced obstacles that were numerous and significant. On the philosophical front, Kant's separation of aesthetics from metaphysics and ethics removed literature and art to a world apart, beyond the contingencies of the material world. Closer to specifically literary concerns, the insistence of classical aesthetics upon the universality of art similarly removed literary works from the influence of any one milieu. Romanticism rebelled against classical aesthetics on many counts. Yet the romantic conception of genius effectively took the writer out of society by defining him (the stereotype was almost exclusively masculine) in terms of divine inspiration. Those scholars who do invest the effort to move beyond the text will discover that the very formulation commonly employed-literature and society-fosters an opposition between texts and institutions, between literary studies and sociological practices-precisely those oppositions that the sociology of literature should surmount. The dichotomies become all the more powerful to the degree that they respect a "logical" division of intellectual labor. The antagonism, as durable as it is simplistic, offers further testimony to the power of the reflection metaphor. Theory and institution betray similar conceptions of social and intellectual organization. By working from the opposition between literature and society, the reflection model justifies disciplinary boundaries that similarly divide up knowledge about the world. These boundaries between literary studies and the social sciences, in return, support the reflection theory and its assumption of an absolute division between material reality and intellectual activity. The reciprocal relationship between theoretical model and institutional setting strengthens each. Although discussions of texts as well as institutions become ever more sophisticated, few studies effectively challenge the principle of division upon which this work depends or the model that it accredits. Although most critics strenuously reject the naive perception of literature and society implied by the reflection model, the mirror endures in practice even as it is denied in theory. If the reflection model has been discredited, it has not been replaced.
Perspectives
A metaphor that cannot be avoided deserves closer attention. If we examine the mirror more closely, we may find that the metaphor actually serves the sociology of literature in unexpected ways. The marvelously revealing mirror in Hans Christian Andersen's "The Snow Queen" offers a case in point. In this tale a demon invents a unique mirror: it does not reflect, it systematically misreflects. Andersen's mirror shrinks and distorts every good and beautiful thing, and it magnifies everything evil or ugly. In this glass pleasant landscapes look like boiled spinach, normal people appear hideous, and kind thoughts become wicked grins.
The demon creator appears mildly amused by his invention, but his students, simple reflectionists all, take it very seriously: All the pupils in the demon's school-for he kept a school-reported that a miracle had taken place: now for the first time, they said, it was possible to see what the world and mankind were really like. They ran about everywhere with the mirror, till at last there was not a country or a person which had not been seen in this distorting mirror.1
Eventually the mirror breaks. Shards of glass fly through the world and lodge in people's eyes and hearts. These shards retain the peculiarities of the mirror, so that everyone sees the world through bent, distorted, and misshapen images.
Like the demon's fantastic mirror, literature presents structured misreflections, which magnify or diminish certain aspects of reality, twist some or leave others out altogether. The sociology of literature challenges these mirrors and their inventors, examines their misreflections, their causes and consequences. It shows how and why a particular text or genre or period or writer reflects in one way and not in another; it specifies the properties of the mirror that determine its (mis)reflections.
The mirror of "The Snow Queen" also boasts an ornate frame and three demons to carry it about the world. That frame and those demons too belong within the purview of the sociology of literature. Critics who focus on the reflections or misreflections of literature usually neglect the frame, that is, the institutional and intellectual context of reflection. Such critics are even less likely to consider the demons, that is, the agents of diffusion and canonization. In sum, the sociology of literature makes a point of what others overlook. It concentrates upon those who hold the mirror. Many studies explore the literary text or literary institutions or writers. A sociology of literature requires the integration of text, institution, and individual-mirror, frame, and demons.
If no intellectual practice exists apart from the subject of investigation or away from the framework within which that investigation is pursued, it is equally significant for the sociology of literature that no inquiry occurs independently of the inquirer. These shards in the eye of the perceiver also figure conspicuously in the sociology of literature. By including the individual looking at the mirror, the shards in Andersen's story take the metaphor to its logical and necessary conclusion. A mirror assumes an observer, who assesses the image, evaluates the reflection, and places both in perspective. The sociology of literature must take account of this primal act of interpretation. The singlemindedness of disciplinary training, of intellectual circles frequented and artistic traditions assimilated, of social horizons and, more simply, of hunches, biases, idiosyncracies-these are the shards that limit perception. Just as every mirror misreflects, so too, because of these shards, every observer misperceives. As all literature represents structured misreflections, so all interpretation and analysis build on structured misperceptions. When the reflection model incorporates the onlooker as well as the mirror and the frame, the metaphor becomes richer, more complex, and in the last analysis, absolutely essential to the sociology of literature. The necessary incorporation of the observer into the observation, the confrontation of the critic with the literary mirror, its frame and its demons, opens into a truer sociology of literary practices.
Every sociological practice of literature must determine the place where it stands, the position from which it will agree to interpret the world. The decided advantage of Marxism, an advantage that does much to explain its hold over the sociology of literature, has to do with the strong stand that it takes. Whatever its limitations, Marxism creates an unequivocal perspective for looking at the mirror. In looking beyond those limitations, students of literature and society would do well to remember that only through a clearly defined perspective can we hope to elucidate the inevitable variation in the sociology of literature and the disagreements among its proponents. The essays that follow, diverse, even contradictory, are bound by the simultaneous impossibility and necessity of looking beyond the mirror. This predicament at once defines the sociology of literature and explains the vitality of the enterprise and the commitment of its partisans.
